Abstract Homi Bhabha's writing on postcolonial agency foregrounds discursive subjection, yet retrieves subaltern subterfuge. lt reconstructs a critical politics despite and because of hegemonic and orientalist representational systems. And it demonstrates the (im)possibility of a stable subject, but still manages to assert creative and performative agency. The article endeavours to analyse these feats and paradoxes, relying both on Bhabha's work and 0n some of the criticisms and controversies surrounding it.
Introduction
Poststructuralism faults modern, emancipatory politics for positing a stable and rational agent that can free itself from necessity,/constraint. Pointing to the historical and socio-linguistic webs in which the agent is inescapably caught and positioned, and to the subject's unconscious slips and blind spots, poststructuralism tends to paint the picture of an unstable and not always rational agent. But in eschewing emancipatory politics, an important problem has been p-oststructuralism's propensity to reduce politics to critique and "resistance." The decentring of power, the deconstruction of the subject, tends to provide a weak and limited basis or justification for agency, Homi Bhabha's work on (postcolonial) agency averts many of these problems, even as it relies on poststructuralism. lt foregrounds discursive colonial authority and subjection, yet retrieves subaltern subterfuge. lt reconstructs a critical politicsl despite and because of hegemonic and orientalist representational systems, And it demonstrates the (im)possibility of a stable, sovereign subjectthus problematizing the subject, at least in the Enlightenment sense of the term-but still manages to assert creative and performative agency, I shall analyse these feats and paradoxes, relying both on Bhabha's writing and on a number of criticisms and controversies surroundinq it,2 The latter will help identify the strengths of his notion of agency-especially its movement beyond resistance towards creativity-but also some of its limits and vulnerabilities-in particular its privileging of semiotics over materiality, and its relatively localized politics.
From Orientalism to Agency
Bhabha is a member of what has come to be known as the "Holy Trinity" of postcolonial theory, the remaining members being Edward Said and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak. Bhabha builds on Said's work, but takes it in new directions. In Orientalism, 3 Said draws on Foucault and Gramsci to link culture to imperialism: he argues that the Western episteme, supported by administrative, corporate and academic institutions, has enabled the West to simultaneously represent and dominate the Orient. His notion of "Orientalism" is thus the "enormously systematic discipline by which European culture was able to manage-and even produce-the Orient politically, sociologically, militarily, ideologically, scientifically, and imaginatively during the post-Enlightenment period."a While seminal and highly influential, part of the problem with this position is its tendency to depict an overly unifying and monolithic conception of Western cultural imperialism, The result is the reduction of the colonial subject to an "effect" of imperial discourse, as evidenced, for example, by the following statement: the "Orient was not (and is not) a free subject of thought and action."5 Said later recognizes the difficulty,6 but it is Bhabha (more than Gayatri SpivakT) who seizes upon it, underlining instead orientalism's discursive instability, and claiming that it need not be homogenous to be hegemonic.
Indeed, Bhabha cites a passage from Orientalism that shows Said is aware of such instability but leaves the idea "underdeveloped,"s Bhabha links Saidian (and Foucauldian) discursivity to Lacan's psychoanalytic "lack"e to show that orientalist representation or power is founded on, but (Footnote continued) This article is an attempt to fill these gaps, emphasizing, in general, the importance of postcolonial theory to political science, and in particular, the performative dimensions of Bhabha's work and its innovations over the poststructuralist politics of Foucault and Butler. 3 Orientalism (London: Penguin, 1978 Penguin, , 1995 '-introduclingJ a lack" or "exposing the limits of any claim to a singular or autonomous sign of difference-be it class, gender or race" (LOC, pp.Z2g, 11g, 219). When the villagers transfigure the quaint and stereotypical chapati story into uncontrollable rumour (through repetition), they are revealing the fear their master's authority is founded on but is attempting to hide, pushing this fear to the point of panic; they are disarticulating and de-naturalizing (LoC, p.110) Colonial discourse is thus a kind of "negative transparency" through which identity and agency are constructed. To wit: the Delhi villagers assert a "native"
identity (e,9. vegetarianism) The historiographers affirm the "relative autonomy" of identity and remembrance vis-ir-vis the hegemonic discourse, but in so doing they appear not to be taking "hegemony" seriously enough. The encounter between colonizer and colonized is not one of equals; it is not a contest of multiple discourses on a "level playing field" (so to speak). Indigenous identity must be mediated through colonial representational systems because the latter are dominant, Of course, for Bhabha the latter are not fully dominant, and it is because they aren't that agency is possible: "agency requires a grounding," he writes, "but it does not require a totalization of those grounds" (LOC, p. 185), Moreover, native identity or remembrance cannot avoid, or be "deaf to," hegemonic discourse. After all, it is when the hegemon flexes his muscle that a response is needed. As Bhabha says, power forces you to "put yourself elsewhere," or "be pushed into another space or time from which to revise or review the problem" (TT, p.83 Butler speaks of the gendered body as performative, in the sense of a "forced reiteration of norms."37 Invoking the concept of "repetition" (which as mentioned earlier, Bhabha also invokes), she shows how gender is a socially-imposed or discursive code that is responded to and performed. Drawing on drag, she also shows how performative agency includes (although is not to be equated with) performance, in this case a parody of the idea of a "fixed" or "original" female or male identity.3s Her overall point though is that, in acting, the subject "has no ontological status apart from the various acts which constitute its reality."3e Like the stage actor performing a scripted role, the agent is subjectivized in the very performance of the (socially interpellated) act. While Arendt does not, of course, share the same intellectual horizons as Butler (Arendt's performativity is indebted, in particular, to Greek,/Aristotelian political thought, Butler's to Foucauldian and Derridian thought through discursivity and speech-act theory), Arendt puts forth a similar conception of the subject/agent. For her, agency and subjectivity are only palpable in the public realm. The self is multiple and fragmented-a private self, labouring to meet survival needs, working to provide for life's luxuries, carrying out innocuous conversations with itself-before it enters the public arena; but it coheres once it engages in public performance and debate, that is, once it transforms itself from individual into citizen.a0 According to Arendt, to act in public is of prime importance: it is "to begin,"al to start the process of forming an identity and a persona. As Bonnie Honig writes, "There is no 'being' behind this [Arendtian] (LOC, pp, (188) (189) (190) 219; fT, p, 110) , and especially to Arendt on the relationship between subjectivity and agency. His writing is strewn with the words "performance" or the "performative," speaking, for example, about the "postcolonial performance of repetition" (FB, p. 52) or the "performative nature of differential identities" (LOC, p.219). But it is in "DissemiNation" that he elaborates what he means, In the essay, he distinguishes between the "pedagogical" and the "performative," the former denoting the nation's narrative authority "signifying the people as an a priori historical presence, a pedagogical object," and the latter the "people constructed in the performance of a narrative, its enunciatory 'present' marked in the repetition and pulsation of the national sign" (LOC, p, 147) 
